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The Arts and staying cool   
 
Felicity McArdle 
Queensland University of technology 
Abstract 
Art can be messy. Teaching art can be messy. Teaching can be a messy process. The 
art of making a space for the playfulness and messiness of teaching requires courage 
and letting go. This paper develops the verandah metaphor for re-thinking the place of 
the arts in education, in order to make space for some of the institutionalised 
ambivalence in arts education. Four sites of practice are examined, where 
contingencies come into play, and where current practices act to both enable and 
constrain our ways of working with young children. The paper concludes with some 
new (messy) possibilities for seeing and thinking about arts education.  
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Introduction 
The art of teaching is a messy process, like a lot of art-making. The painter prepares a 
palette and plays with colours, plays with textures and effects, contemplates, discards, 
erases, starts again. The art of knowing when to tweak, when to make major inroads, 
and when to stop are all difficult to prescribe; but the artist knows. And from all the 
messing, emerges the work of art. This paper is a call for messiness around teaching 
and learning. It is a call for an art curriculum with room for both Jackson Pollack  and 
Mona Lisa, for chaos theory and systems, for both better organising and disorganising 
our teaching. This is not a call for the laissez-faire approach, and abandoning all 
pedagogical theories, structures, outcomes. In order to teach for creativity, knowledge 
about creativity is required. The task is to apply creativity to the teaching, as well as 
content and process. Creative ways of teaching might look restless, curious, playful. 
They feed on challenge, mystery even. This approach requires a tolerance for 
ambiguity, error, dissonance, inconsistency, things out of place, un-common sense.  
 
In many Australian schools, art is relegated to the edge of the curriculum, a frill, a fill-
in, something to be done when all the ‘work’ has been completed. There are many arts 
advocates who have been arguing for years that art should be central to the curriculum 
─ shifted from the margins to the centre of the curriculum. This paper has no 
argument with the centrality of the arts to young children’s learning (and being). At 
the same time, this paper also argues that art might be best left on the margins of 
schooling — perhaps even taught elsewhere. There is something to be said for staying 
on the margins, away from the centre. bell hooks (2000) argues that to be on the 
margins is to be part of the whole, but outside the main body. The edge can be a 
powerful position, since staying on the outer can allow for a freedom to see in a 
particular way, not available to those in the mainstream. Making space for art outside 
on the verandah can act for better and worse. 
 
 This paper presents four ‘sites of practice’ for closer scrutiny. The stories are framed 
by the use of the verandah as a metaphor, and I draw on Judith Allen’s (1992) work 
around space as a text, and her take on marginalised space:  
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Residents without bedrooms in the house sleep on beds out on the verandah 
(p.71).  
It might be that art is better placed ‘outside’ the curriculum. This proposition is both a 
possibility and a risk. I live in sub-tropical Queensland, where verandahs are 
commonplace features of many of the houses, schools, restaurants, pubs, and public 
buildings. Life on the verandah is away from the heat of the kitchen, but still a 
favourite part of the house. My verandah is where friends meet to share a beer and 
swap stories. It is messy, has old comfy chairs that are OK with rain, hail or shine. 
Even the dog is allowed on the verandah. Fresh breezes that might not reach the house 
sometimes blow freely on the verandah. It’s cool, the view is wider, spillages and 
messiness are not so terrible. There are different rules for the verandah. Indeed, 
Australia’s recently elected Prime Minister is a Queenslander, and he was pictured on 
the front page of the national newspaper, meeting with the Treasurer on his verandah, 
and drinking from mugs. This casual locale signalled the promise of a ‘fresh and new’ 
regime that had come to town —and raised some eyebrows. Aong with shifts come 
risks. In this paper, I argue for a new way of thinking about this outside position for 
the arts, not as relegation, but as a position of possibilities.  I raise new questions 
about the ways of seeing art on the verandah.  
 
Four sites are examined through an inquiry into the regime of truth (Foucault, 1985) 
that currently shapes the work of art educators in Queensland — what are the ‘rules’ 
for teaching art with young children? Firstly, I play with the claim that art is a 
legitimate school subject in the curriculum.  Next, I wonder about the Artists-in-
Schools scheme, where professional artists work in schools. The third site is the 
construction of the child as artist. Finally, I look at the treatment of children’s art as 
‘data’, as a ‘window’ into children’s minds. My account considers how these practices 
can both enable and constrain how we think, speak and do arts education with young 
children.     
Spectacular missings  
Histories of arts education (see Efland, 1990; Leeds, 1989) capture debates about how 
best to teach art, and these ideas are just as hotly contested today as they have always 
been. On the one hand, the scientific/rational view emphasises the teaching of skills 
and techniques, and echoes to some extent the master/apprentice approach to 
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developing artistry. On the other hand, the romantic/self-expression view champions 
the spontaneous, the intuitive, the exploratory and conceptual approach to teaching 
art. Should young children be taught skills and techniques, or should they have the 
freedom to create, explore and express themselves, with little or no intervention from 
the teacher? The discursive constructions of art, child and pedagogy, all combine, 
compete and sometimes collide, when teachers find themselves daily in ‘uneasy 
moments’ (Luke & Gore, 1992) around their work with arts and education. For 
instance, should colouring books be banished, since they ‘stifle creativity’, or should 
we ‘work with the children’s interests’, when they bring a colouring book to school? 
In her recent inquiry into Secondary School art education, Vicig (2008, forthcoming) 
found that teachers understood that a student might earn a high grade for art when 
assessed according to the school criteria, but that this was by no means a predictor of 
future success as an artist. 
 
The “spectacular missing” (Deutscher, 1997) between art and education makes this a 
site of a ‘border war’, where otherwise oppositional terms are brought together, and 
both are necessary and true (Haraway, 1991). Rather than a rush to redeem, balance, 
or redress what others refer to as the theory/practice gap or the knowledge base of the 
teachers, I look for other roads. Take for example, that well worn declaration: “I don’t 
know much about art, but I know what I like”. There are those who will roll their eyes 
in despair, hearing a sad lack of knowledge of the discipline knowledge of art, and 
discount the speaker as a visual ‘illiterate’. On the other hand, there are ways of 
seeing this as a claim for the power of disbelief (bell hooks, 2000).  The defiant claim 
of not knowing, but knowing, illustrates the ambivalence of living on the edge ─ of 
not being part of the ‘arty scene’, yet at the same time, taking pleasure in 
acknowledging and enjoying a way of seeing 1.  
 
The artist Mierle Ukeles (see Gablik, 1991) was an un-salaried artist-in-residence with 
the New York City Department of Sanitation. For a year and a half she walked around 
the five boroughs of New York and personally shook hands with every sanitation 
worker in the department. One worker commented: 
                                                 
1 See Dahlberg, Moss & Pence (1999) for their use of Hans Christian Andersen’s boy in “The 
Emperor’s new clothes”, who brings down the King, through his “not knowing”. 
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We’re looked down upon, and I try not to let it bother me, but it’s nice that 
someone is standing with us…Sanitation men are not a like bunch of gorillas. 
Some of us have college degrees. Mierle has made us feel good about 
ourselves. If that’s what art is, it’s fine by me (p.71).   
For this sanitation worker, art was something that had touched him in a profound way, 
in a language beyond words ─ and furthermore, he was happy to leave that to others. 
Presumably, there is no capital for him to be gained amongst his workmates by 
owning any profound knowledge or love for art, and, at the same time, they felt part 
of a profound experience.  
 
This ambivalence around art is mirrored in society, and reproduced in schools. Art is 
simultaneously sanctified and dismissed as rubbish. It commands millions in the 
auctioneer’s salon, yet is irrelevant to most people’s lives. It is a dispensable luxury 
(Gablik, 1995).Our local newspaper has a regular columnist who likes to rail against 
the amount of funding and grant money that goes to avant garde artists — “taxpayers 
money going to support this rubbish?!”, and yes, even, “my two year old could do 
better!” Life on the verandah is less private, and subject to the scrutiny of all passers-
by. The following section looks at how these ways of thinking art collide with ways of 
thinking education.   
Art as a KLA (or not?) 
Those who teach art are constantly called on to justify the existence of the field. One 
solution has been an attempt to raise the status of the arts in schools. This is chiefly 
through placing the emphasis on the cognitive skills in the artistic process — problem 
solving, symbol systems, etc. The seductive quality of the power of legitimacy has 
lead many arts educators to advocate for the recognition of the arts as a Key Learning 
Area (KLA)2, not just a frill. Along with recognition as a legitimate school subject 
comes all the structures and expectations i.e. syllabus, outcomes, levels and 
assessment. Many arts educators welcome this ‘scientificity’ (see Later, 2006) of the 
subject as a means of insisting that arts is no longer relegated to the verandah, but 
takes its place in the house. In Queensland, art has been a recognised KLA for at least 
                                                 
2 In Queensland, The Arts is one of 8 Key Learning Areas (KLAs), along with Literacy, Mathematics, 
Science, Studies of Society, Health & Physical Education, Technology, and Languages other then 
English). 
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fifteen years. Yet, it is not uncommon for a student to complete ten years of formal 
education, and barely know how to draw more than stick people, and recognise a 
limited range of Western classic art e.g. Mona Lisa ( and for some, maybe just the 
Mona Lisa).  
 
The humanistic goals of schools and the desire to produce active participant citizens 
in a democracy, sit well with the teachers’ discourse of art as freedom and self 
expression. It is this discourse that places art on the school verandah. Teachers 
celebrate the notion that “there is no right or wrong with art”. Teachers are reluctant 
to describe their work as teaching and, instead, use a long list of terms like facilitate, 
guide, encourage, nurture, support. Children will ‘naturally’ progress through 
developmental stages.  Every child can succeed, assessment is impossible and 
unnecessary. Every child is an artist already. Every player wins a prize (everyone’s 
picture goes up on the wall). Training teaches teachers to celebrate constructivist 
approaches, holistic experiences, the importance of relationships and interactions. 
Structure is bad, freedom is good. Transmission is out, co-construction is the way. 
Rote learning and drill and skill are out, creativity and innovation are in. 
 
Teachers know these ‘rules’, but they also have ‘rules for breaking the rules’. Their 
training tells them that structure is stifling, and works against ‘freedom’, and yet they 
build it in. They design programs that are structured but not structured (see McArdle, 
2001). Training tells them that children learn ‘naturally’ through play, but they know 
that some children don’t know how to play, and some things just have to be taught. 
School principals and teachers frequently refer to the freedom that art awards the 
children. However, it is a freedom from academic constraints, not freedom to express 
or create (Bresler et al, 2000). In the majority of classrooms, children are seldom 
invited to genuinely express themselves through art, nor instructed in how to do this. 
Visit any school in Queensland and more often than not, on the classroom walls, you 
will see 25 blackline masters, which the children have coloured and cut out ─ what 
Duncum (2001) refers to as bunny-bum art. This display can act as evidence to 
parents, administration, and the wider community, that here is a classroom of happy, 
busy, natural children (Tyler, 1993). The regime of truth then is the insistence that, in 
order to do it ‘properly’,  teachers must teach without teaching and manufacture the 
natural (McArdle, 2001; McArdle & McWilliam, 2005). 
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Creativity is enjoying good press these days. Curriculum documents commonly 
celebrate creativity, self-expression, learning through play, and problem-solving. But 
the ‘mission’ to introduce creativity in schools is far from an unqualified success. 
Bunny-bum art is not about freedom or creativity. Surely the cotton must go on the 
tail, not the ear. Often, the task is so constrained that, although every child has their 
work displayed, they have difficulty in identifying their own. Or, if the artworks really 
are un-taught, then the children know very well how theirs fares beside others, and the 
‘no right or wrong’ is a nonsense. But the verandah is the most visible part of the 
house to outsiders. Children’s art gives the school a ‘look’. Parents come to see the 
children’s art exhibitions. Children enjoy it, they have fun, it’s a break from the 
academic, parents flock to see it. For all the good that does, one might well ask “Why 
not a football match?” 
 
Artists and arts educators despair at teachers’ lack of knowledge about art, let alone 
how to best teach it. The solution seems obvious — increase teachers’ knowledge 
about the arts. Curiously, there is very little noise from teachers expressing alarm 
about this lack of knowledge or expertise.  Most teachers will be the first to admit that 
they lack skills in this field, but appear to have little or no desire to address this 
shortcoming. It is difficult to imagine a teacher saying: 
I’m no good at mathematics, and I know very little about it.  The children in 
my care this year will not be getting much maths. Mostly we will just do very 
simple sums that they already know how to do. In fact, most of the children are 
better at it than me, so I will just let them do their own maths. And we will 
only have it on Friday afternoons…when it’s raining. And if they get bored 
with numbers, we’ll take the numbers away, and use some gimmicks, like 
glitter or soapflakes.   
 
While few would argue that increased discipline knowledge could improve arts 
education in schools, this is not a new idea, and if the solution was so simple, why has 
it not happened after years of calls for just this? It is too easy to shake the head, 
exclaim ‘ain’t it awful’, and blame teachers’ lack of knowledge about art and art 
education, the so-called theory/practice gap. Modernist and postmodernist artists and 
their deliberate and considered intent to ‘break the rules’ have lead to a mis-reading of 
art as un-teachable. The idea that children progress ‘naturally’ through developmental 
stages means that teaching is not necessary. At the same time, teachers look for one 
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hundred and one variations on the bunny tasks.  Teachers live, work and negotiate 
within contradictory spaces every day. 
   
Even though arts is one of the KLAs in the Queensland education curriculum, it most 
often exists as a marginalised field of study, devalued in the school curriculum — as 
indicated by the allocation of time, space, and position on the report card. Art is an 
add-on, an aside. But what if we saw this as OK?  The arts as a KLA under-sells the 
arts. The adoption of standards works against the essence of what art is. Standards 
prescribe a set of outcomes that restrict learning to the predictable and the measurable. 
Art as produced by Mierle Ukeles is another matter. The arts might be better framed 
as a meta-language, a way of knowing and seeing, that is overarching, more than a 
KLA. Perhaps the best place for it is on a verandah, but still part of the main structure.  
 
In the light of what ‘school art’ can come to look like, another possibility is to take the 
arts out of schools, and shift to a space that allows for its messiness, creativity, and 
unpredictability. The risk here is that art then disappears, or is only available to the 
few who can afford the time and means for lessons outside school. There is also an 
argument that generalist teachers are not the best people to teach art. The work should 
be left to the experts — artists. In the next section, I turn to one such ‘solution’, and 
propose that, like the KLA issue, the inclusion of artists in schools can work for better 
and worse.   
Artists in Schools 
The second site of practice is the Artists-In-Schools (AIS) scheme — a strategy that 
addresses the generalist teacher’s sadly lacking knowledge/skills/interest in teaching 
the arts. This is not a new idea, but the AIS approach endures as a response to the 
poor state of arts education in schools. However there is messiness alongside this tidy 
solution, when an artist is brought in to work with teachers and children in the school, 
and it can work for better and worse. Even with the most well-intentioned teachers 
and administrators, seemingly progressive instructional efforts can have 
unanticipated, counterproductive effects (Kaomea, 2003).  
 
When artists are invited into schools, there are many positives. Children gain from the 
rich experience, knowledge and expertise of the artist, and teachers build their skills 
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and expertise through the opportunity to work alongside artists. The pedagogical 
model in the centres in the district of Reggio Emilia are evidence of the success of this 
notion, with a permanent artist who works alongside the teachers, from the planning 
stages right through the implementation and documentation of the learning 
experiences (see Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 1993).  
 
Nevertheless, in an earlier study of the Jacaranda School AIS programme (see 
McArdle, 2003), the research team found otherwise. Rather than shifting art from the 
margin to the centre, the programme effected little or no ongoing change in classroom 
practices, and actually served to reinforce the marginalisation of art in the school. At 
the Jacaranda school, Rosa was employed as an artist who visited the school each 
week, and worked with each class for forty-five minutes. Rosa’s brief was to design 
and implement a range of arts experiences, after consulting with the classroom 
teachers on appropriate subject matter. Space, time and funds dictated the activity, 
and Rosa had to plan products that not only fit with the school’s curriculum 
multicultural theme, but also could be done in the classrooms, on normal sized 
desktops, in the blocks of time made available to her, and with resources that were not 
too heavy or too big, and could fit on her trolley3. Within the requirements and 
constraints of the school environment, Rosa presented art as a subject with a particular 
body of knowledge that was taught in an organised, sequential fashion. In terms of the 
interpretive-expressive ideologies and discourses of fine art, Rosa’s resulting artworks 
might still be described as short, sharp and shallow — and Rosa would agree. Within 
the school constraints, she consciously guided the children in producing “school art” 
(Efland, 1983), albeit of a higher quality than their usual classroom experience. The 
ultimate goal of the project was a fundraising calendar, making the children’s art into 
a commodity and for economic exchange. 
 
At the Jacaranda school, there was no apparent dedicated space in the classroom for 
art, and Rosa stations her trolley literally on the verandah outside the classroom. Rosa 
had no room of her own and this is significant in school status. One’s room is a highly 
significant possession in school terms, symbolising professionalism, autonomy, and 
self control (Bresler et al, 2000). Kaomea (2003) writes about the same issue, in her 
                                                 
3 See Burnaford, Aprill &Weiss, 2001, for concept of art on a trolley.  
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study of Hawai’i’s kupuna programme, and she calls for the return of dignity and 
respect for the Hawai’i’an elders who are employed to work in the elementary 
schools, and teach the children about Hawai’i’an culture and heritage. One suggestion 
was  to give the elders equivalent recognition, status and space in the schools.   
 
But, there is another irony in the case of Jacaranda. Rosa has no interest or desire in 
being positioned as a teacher. She insists that she is not a teacher, and takes pleasure 
in this self-identifying, positioning herself firmly on the verandah: 
 
R: I don’t like, I don’t feel very comfortable to talk to the children when they 
are sitting at the tables. I prefer them to sit on the carpet because I feel like we 
are going to get together to do something, we are going to discuss ideas. 
There is more proximity. Even though we are not touching. But I feel when 
they are at their desks, they are going to see me up there near the blackboard 
like a teacher. And I don’t want them to see me a as teacher. I never want to 
be, I never want the children to see me as a teacher. I don’t. I don’t want them 
to call me Mrs Browne, they call me Rosa, because I want them to see me in a 
different way.  Not that I have anything against the teachers, but I am not a 
teacher. I am an artist and I like them to see me as an artist. 
 
Here, the identity of teachers seems to be tied up with issues of discipline and control, 
and not learning. In similar studies in Chicago, Burnaford, Aprill & Weis (2003) 
reported that artists remark on teachers’ reluctance to participate with the artist and 
children in the art experiences, and see teachers’ interactions with children (behaviour 
management) as unnecessary and harsh. Teachers see the artist as being heedless of 
issues such as safety and behaviour management, and are often resentful because the 
artist creates a lot of chaos and mess, and then leaves the teacher to restore order and 
control (and clean up the mess). The risk of disruption appears to be the issue. When 
visiting artists take pride in their ‘difference’ and their ‘outside’ status, they can bring 
an anti-school agenda to the classroom. This difference eventually works against 
them, and they are probably not called back to the school (Burnaford et al, 2003).  
 
While the issues of status, respect and identity are important, moving from the margin 
to the centre is not necessarily the answer. Rosa brought into the school some cool 
and fresh ways of working. Her ways of working were outside the expectations and 
constraints of a teacher, and Rosa herself insisted on this. The fact that she was an 
outsider enabled Rosa to avoid some of the constraints on teachers. She was not 
restricted by the school view of the work of teaching, and she was able to avoid some 
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parts of the work, such as discipline, management, literacy and numeracy, test scores 
and accountability.  She was permitted to stay cool, on the verandah.  
 
Knowledge remains the issue. The artists are experts, and they hold the knowledge. 
Since art sits on the margins as well as the artists, there was no pressure on Rosa to 
evaluate, assess, and report, even though progress in the children’s achievements was 
demonstrable. The AIS programme is designed as an opportunity for professional 
development. Cclassroom teachers can acquire knowledge from working alongside 
artists like Rosa, and thereby improve their own practices. But in the Jacaranda study, 
researchers saw little evidence of this. On the days when Rosa was scheduled to work 
with the children, teachers often appeared to treat the art session as a welcome 
opportunity for ‘pupil-free’ work, such as marking children’s bookwork, or tidying 
their papers.  
 
The discourse of ‘expert’ can be, at once, enabling and constraining. While there is 
recognition of Rosa’s expertise, this also excludes teachers from the knowledge, and 
gives them permission to leave it to the experts — I don’t know much about art, and 
that’s OK.  In order to feel comfortable with a lack of knowledge, it is necessary that 
the area of expertise is marginalised, and teachers can leave it outside. This is also the 
case in other marginalised areas of the curriculum, like Music and Physical Education. 
The verandah is getting crowded — with experts! 
Child (as) artist 
The paradox of the isolated, elitist view of art for art’s sake is that Art in galleries is 
elevated to a bogus religious status. People come to marvel at the work. Perhaps the 
source of their wonder is the unimaginable amounts of money that some of these 
works are worth. Nevertheless, they are accessible for all. At the same time, the 
viewer in a gallery cannot escape the clear message that this is a site of elite 
knowledge that not everyone can access. Gallery visitors are free to look, but unfree 
to join “the club”. Who decides what gets to hang on the gallery walls? Picasso had 
many masks and artworks from Africa shipped to his studio. His paintings were hailed 
as masterpieces ─ the original masks were classified as primitive, and artefacts. Art 
has high cultural capital, yet more people will pay to attend a football game than visit 
an art gallery for free. Governments provide funding for the purchase of fine art, and 
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public art. But educating the general public, and the children, about art, does not 
match with this investment. So… what does it mean when children’s art is hung in 
these same galleries?   
 
The third site of practice, and one which can be guaranteed to cause much debate, is 
the construction of the child as artist, and the contingencies that accompany this view. 
The Queensland State Art Gallery has, over the past ten years, presented a number of 
exhibitions that have been curated specially for young children. This is a relatively 
new development in Australia. Previously, the thought of the damage they might do 
and the mess they might make would have been enough to make a curator cry! 
Amongst perhaps loftier ideals of celebrating children, the recognition of young 
children (and their accompanying families) as a potential growing audience, has seen 
galleries making space for young children. But just as the verandah is part of the 
building and yet set apart, so too are the children’s spaces in galleries. Special 
sections are set aside for children, and they are invited to interact with a range of 
carefully designed activities — notably, the no-mess rule is built in to the design of 
the activities (sometimes only slightly more glamorous versions of the bunny tasks). 
This no-mess verandah space makes children visible, and widens the view — of 
children, art and its function.  
  
At the same time as the big galleries are populated by children, exhibitions of 
children’s art are featured in galleries and schools, and the work is curated just as one 
expects in a gallery — framed, hung, and labelled. As teachers work to manufacture 
the natural, it would appear that the idea of what is “natural” is shifting here, and 
producing children as natural (and competent) artists. A number of the modernist 
artists, including Picasso, Klee and Kandinsky, are known to have used children’s art 
as reference material for their own masterpieces (see Wright, 2003). Logic could lead 
us right back to the laissez faire approach. If young children are achieving what 
Picasso and his contemporaries achieved as masters, what is there to teach? In fact, 
teaching will probably interfere and work against the child’s “natural” creativity and 
artistry. What took Picasso take so long to master, when five year olds can do it 
‘naturally’? For that matter, the dolphins at SeaWorld produce ‘art’.  
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The 'Reggio phenomenon' produced and championed the view of the child as 
competent and capable (see Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 1993). From a district in 
Italy, the remarkable evidence of young children’s artistry, displayed so 
professionally now by the Reggio Children publishing company, has raised many 
admiring eyebrows and drawn much praise and wonder from around the world. 
Countless passers-by have been invited to look in on the Reggio verandah (piazza 
maybe?) and, as with all public spaces, the view is filtered through many lenses (e.g. 
knowledges, experiences, contexts, cultures). In much of the literature generated as a 
result of various people’s interactions with “Reggio” though, there appears to be little 
recognition of the factors that make quality arts pedagogies. These include many 
social and cultural contextualising factors:  a society with a long tradition and history 
of valuing the arts and aesthetic experiences; a community with a strong socialist 
politics that values public investment in education; the presence of a resident artist 
with a dedicated space; the collaboration and shared conversations between teachers 
and artist; the teaching of skills and artistry; the understanding of art as a language for 
communication and meaning making. In Reggio, the artist comes in from the 
verandah, and takes up her place in the heat of the kitchen! 
Art as window to the child 
One final verandah story comes from a current research project — an inquiry into the 
needs of children (aged 12-16 years) who have recently arrived in Australia as 
'suitcase refugees' from Africa4. In this project, we were interested in social and 
cultural capital, and how this effected children’s success in school, and life. We first 
generated some useful data through the more traditional word-centric methodologies, 
such as interviews through interpreters. But communication was constrained through 
the lack of a shared language. We enlisted an artist into our research team, and the 
children took home digital cameras and provided us with rich data on their identities, 
their families and friends, and their lifeworlds. We were thrilled at the window these 
photographs gave us into their lives and needs. Art provided us with a common 
language, and enabled the children to tell us things that they had no words for. As 
researchers, we also noted ‘side benefits’ through the use of art as method, such as 
relationship building between the researcher and the researched. The social aspects of 
working together at art were obvious. Art a sa research method generated rich data.  
                                                 
4 See McWilliam, Dooley, McArdle & Tan, 2009.  
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Any rush to claim art as a window to the very soul of children must, however, also be 
accompanied by a caution. Much is written about 'voice', and particularly with very 
young children, there is a temptation to claim the arts as a means to ‘give children 
voice’. The logic is that when children lack the words, they can communicate through 
the arts (drawing, painting, other). But the romantic view of children's art as evidence 
of their free and direct self expression (e.g. Hubbard, 1994), is directly dependent on 
the level of children's artistic abilities. If children have not acquired the skills and 
techniques to enable them to communicate through painting or drawing, then they are 
still constrained by the limits of their 'language' — in this case, the language is art. 
The romance also fails to take into account what children choose to tell, and what they 
have learned about the 'rules' of self-expression (see Tobin, 1995). The use of art to 
look further into children's hearts and minds and souls is at best, bordering on 
intrusive and, at worst, a false impression.  
 
In addition, just as teachers need the discipline knowledge of art in order to teach it 
well, so too do researchers and teachers need to be visually literate in order to read 
and analyse the images generated as data. Otherwise, some colossal over-analysis can 
occur. For example, the presence of black paint can be ‘read’ as evidence of 
depression and/or abuse in young children. But young children love the feel, texture 
and effect of black paint, and are rarely provided with it (because of the messiness, or 
they ‘ruin’ their delightful pictures). Small drawings on a large page can be ‘read’ as 
revealing evidence of loneliness and feelings of isolation. But, children who are 
usually confined to small pieces of paper for drawing do not develop the skills to 
draw large and fill up the whole space. It is possible to read profound messages into 
children's artworks, and see them as poets with profound and romantic insights. This 
may well be so, or it might also be a result of an accidental effect achieved by the 
child.  Whatever the circumstances, when children are engaged with artmaking, there 
are important contextual factors which can inform the reading and analysis of their 
work. Not the least of these would be the level of skill development, but also 
important are the words/sounds and body language children use as part of the process. 
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These factors are important to the reading of and analysing children’s images and 
symbol systems5.  
 
In our project with the children from Sudan, while we appreciated that working 
together as co-artists enabled us to develop some rich understandings together, we 
make no claim that we looked through windows into their souls — we did learn 
profound things about the children's social capital, but based on what they chose to 
show us, and their skills with digital cameras. Nevertheless, art allowed for a wider 
view, and provided us with a cool place to be.     
 
View from the verandah  
In this paper, I have set out to problematise a number of developments in arts 
education as sites of struggle — arts in the curriculum; artists in schools; child as 
artist; and art as a window to children's souls. Critiquing such developments is a 
tricky business (McWilliam, 1999), because all those who participate do so with the 
best of intentions, and good things stem from the work. This ironic inquiry is also 
offered with the best of intentions, as a creative disruption. Like Kaomea’s (2003) 
study of Hawai’i’s kupuna programme, this is not a clearcut case, with villains and 
good guys. It is a complex story of contingency and entanglement, and the 
responsibility for various shortcomings can be shared by all (Kaomea, 2003). I 
conclude by offering some new ways of seeing the verandah as a space for important 
work.  
 
Being good at school is arguably not the same as being good at art, and staying cool 
on the verandah of the school might be the place for art to be positioned ─ part of the 
house, but also away from the heat of the KLA kitchen. Rather than one of 8 subject 
areas, art could be a powerful tool for teaching and learning across all areas of the 
curriculum. Art on the verandah can allow for messiness, for recognition of the 
complexities of art, and a derailing of the certainties of standards, levels and 
outcomes.   
 
                                                 
5 For more on this, see excellent example in Wright (2007).  
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Instead of a visitor, Rosa could occupy a legitimate space in the school structure. Her 
desire is first and foremost to be identified as an artist. She enjoys working in schools, 
as an artist. She could be positioned inside the school, with respect and status, but 
remain outside the mainstream curriculum and expectations. This would permit a 
different way of working with the children. She could teach without teaching, and 
teach the children to make art in school, not school art.  
 
Children could be taught art outside school, in galleries. Galleries could make messy 
verandah spaces for children. Here the children could learn skills and techniques and 
take inspiration from the aesthetic experiences of the real objects. This space could be 
away from the hallowed halls containing the valuable works of art, but with a 
doorway allowing the children to move in and out.  
 
Finally, the arts can enable children to make their thinking visible, and provide 
teachers and researchers with rich data and information about young children. 
Through the acquisition of the appropriate knowledge and understanding of young 
children’s use of images and symbol systems, teachers and researchers could work 
alongside children who can help them to read and analyse this data, authentically and 
ethically. The children’s voices can contribute to our efforts to improve our ways of 
working with children.  
 
The suggestion that art belongs on the verandah is both a risk and a celebration. The 
risk is that the verandah reinforces the outsider position for the arts. The celebration is 
the same — a reinforcement that art sits outside, and is a cool place to be.   
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